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Elena Levy-Navarro. The Culture of Obesity in Early and Late
Modernity: Body Image in Shakespeare, Jonson, Middleton,
and Skelton (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). 252
pages. $74.95
Holly Overturf
University of Northern Iowa

If next semester’s reading list is feeling a bit thin, consider fattening

it up with The Culture of Obesity in Early and Late Modernity: Body
Image in Shakespeare, Jonson, Middleton, and Skelton, an important
new book by Elena Levy-Navarro. The book consists of six chapters,
followed by extensive endnotes and a useful index. The first two
chapters introduce the next four, and seek to build a history from
which a fat culture can be formed.1 In the last four chapters, LevyNavarro flexes her (fat-blanketed) literary anthropologist muscles
by looking for symbolic meanings of fat in selected works of
Shakespeare, Jonson, Middleton, and Skelton. The thesis defended
in these chapters is that when these authors feature fat, they do so
in order to symbolize defiance of the thin-centric courtly regime, to
personify immoral excess, and to demonstrate the dangers of modern
classification systems.
How the featured authors present both fat and thin characters,
Levy-Navarro argues, indicates and previews modern fat stigma. She
is not mining the texts for symbols alone; in her words, she draws
upon the work of feminist and queer scholars, whose “scholarship
never saw itself as acting objectively, nor did these scholars want
1 See Marilyn Wann, Fat!So?: Because You Don’t Have to Apologize for
Your Size (Berkeley, CA: Ten Speed Press, 1998) , 121-23 for more on the need
for a fat culture.
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merely to accumulate empirical data” (21). She is quite aware of
her bias and knows her analysis of the treatment of fatness in the
past can prove enlightening to discerning readers thinking about fat
in new ways, perhaps for the first time:
We develop alternative forms of history when we develop
alliances with those who are seen as obstructing the imperative
in our dominant culture to move “forward” through history.
No longer should the thin body be privileged as the paragon of
health and beauty; no longer is a forward thrust to history seen
as a good in and of itself. In allying ourselves in various ways
with those bodies that our culture would place in an undesirable
“past,” we defy the logics of modernity and its imperative
toward progress. (22)

The title of the first chapter summarizes the impetus of the
work: “Toward a Constructionist Fat History.” For those unfamiliar
with the tenets of fat studies, this chapter serves as an extensive
overview of the discipline, while it bridges backward from current
views of fat to their origins. The second chapter, “A Time Before
Fat? Gluttony in Piers Plowman,” explains how “we tend to impose
our own late modern constructions of fat on other periods, including
the pre-modern one” (35). Here, Levy-Navarro focuses on the
character of Gluttony and indicates that the language used to describe
it, originally describing character “flaws,” has come to stand for fat
bodies (34). In twenty-first century popular culture, some of these
terms are frequently used to describe unfavorable bodies, while
Gluttony’s labels originally described only character flaws, with no
indication that the flaws created the body. Students can benefit from
looking at literature such as Piers Plowman with fresh eyes, cleared
of late modern constructions. Both chapters allow students to think
about modern constructions of “ideal” bodies in new ways and
can certainly make those students think about the modern critical
baggage they may be carrying.
In chapter 3, “Emergence of Fatness Defiant: Skelton at
Court,” Levy-Navarro launches her discussion of fat as rebellion.
She argues that Skelton was not a “consummate insider” (45) of the
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court as many have assumed, but that his treatment of fat bodies,
particularly in the tavern scene of Elynour Rummynge, indicate
otherwise: “I see Skelton as using the poem to present an outrageous
bodily aesthetic that is designed to revolt against the emerging
civilized aesthetic of the courtly elite” (46).
Levy-Navarro shakes a modern reader’s mental classification
systems like an Etch-a-Sketch, clearing the lines that had constructed
a “true” picture of a “man’s” disgusted reaction to a bunch of trashy
women in a bar. Many scholars have argued that Skelton’s invasive
descriptions of the women’s bodies violate the modern ideal of
authorial detachment. Skelton’s descriptions of the women, asserts
Levy-Navarro, have been misunderstood because critics have read
those descriptions within a male/female sexual context, focusing
only on the bodies and Skelton’s descriptions of those bodies. Her
opinion is that critics have missed the mark: “Such readings ignore
the discontent and defiance in Skelton’s work. Skelton should be
seen, instead, as aligning himself with the women in a way that is
designed to offend the emerging courtly aesthetic” (47).
In the Skelton chapter, a detailed discussion of the courtly
fashions for men and women describes clothing that controlled the
body, featuring sharp lines and corsets to contain any undesirable
excess. With this in mind, a group of fat, drunk, excessively
excretory tavern women wearing loose, flowing clothing violates the
aristocratic ideal of bodily control (50-54). By refusing to be bound
by clothing or couth, the women elicit disgust, and Skelton knew
it. That disgust has translated over time to fat bodies, unbound and
uncontrolled. This chapter provides fodder for classroom discussion
about the power and influence of literature and those who create it,
such as Skelton’s defiance of the courtly regime. It also offers a way
to use early literature to discuss current “hot-button” issues like fat
prejudice2.
This same idea is presented in the analysis of Shakespeare’s
2 One organization which strives both to identify and eradicate fat prejudice is the National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance <http://www.naafaonline.com/dev2/>
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protagonist/antagonist pairing of Falstaff and Prince Hal. In chapter
4, “Lean and Mean: Shakespeare’s Criticism of Thin Privilege,”
Levy-Navarro sums up what the juxtaposition of these two characters
represents:
For the lower-class figures of the tavern world, Falstaff’s fat
body is, for the most part, a sign of his greatness and his great
generosity and wit. For Hal, who creates a new bodily style to
secure his newly achieved authority, the same fat body is a sign
of Falstaff’s essential lowliness, excessive appetite, and innate
selfishness. In short, fatness represents everything that Hal
must suppress if he is to assert his own privilege as a virtuous
king. (68)

The division between body types and how each marks the inherent
position in the societal hierarchy is explained throughout the chapter,
with the ultimate conclusion that fat is friendly, witty, and excessive,
while thin is powerful, virtuous, and dictatorial. Though the most
repetitive and lengthy of the chapters, the end result of wading
through the various analyses of Falstaff versus Hal is ultimately of
much worth.
An especially intriguing section includes a discussion of the
critiques of Falstaff’s character by Sander Gilman3 and Hugh Grady4.
Levy-Navarro highlights these two critics to represent the scholarship
often applied to Shakespeare’s Falstaff and Hal. Here, Levy-Navarro
discusses how Gilman uses the late modern association of a fat body
with overeating and the perceived dangers of that overconsumption.
She argues: “the fat body comes to represent in the new modern
state the excess of us all that will, if unchecked, devour the very
state from within” (75). This makes sense to today’s reader, since
we “know” so much about fat bodies and how they have become
that way. But is our knowledge truth?
3 Sander L. Gilman, Fat Boys: A Slim Book (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004).
4 Hugh Grady, “Falstaff: Subjectivity Between the Carnival and the Aesthetic,” Modern Language Review 96, no. 3 (2001): 609-23.
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For Levy-Navarro, Grady’s interpretation of Falstaff is a
“modern construction” (69), the kind of construction not always
recognized as such by college students. While Grady condemns
Falstaff as “an emblem of the community-destroying dynamics
of an embryonic capitalist society” (quoted in Levy-Navarro, 76),
Levy-Navarro cautions against this scapegoating of the fat body:
“Because we are so obsessed with the overconsumption of the fat,
we do not pay attention to the predatory consumptions of the thin
elite” (76). Falstaff’s body alone, she argues, is not a marker of
his character but rather marked by late modern readers. If we are
concerned with authorial intention, we cannot assume that Falstaff
is fat because Shakespeare wanted to present him as dangerous and
consumptive. Perhaps Shakespeare made Falstaff fat because his
fat body contrasts his thin rival Hal’s dangerous and consumptive
intentions for power.
Late modern readers may not catch this if applying modern
constructions to the bodies of the two men. Today, just as in
Shakespeare’s time, there are thin people who overeat just as there
are fat people who do not. Much like the discussion of stereotypes
applied to other marginalized groups, students can benefit greatly
from discussing the false nature of these constructions. Certainly,
students can sharpen their critical thinking skills by questioning
existing criticism (like that of Grady and Gilman), which marks and
applies negative modern constructions to Falstaff’s fat body, while
not recognizing the threat of Hal’s thin body. The endnotes for this
chapter include an analysis of the many representations of Falstaff,
as analyzed by Grady, Gilman, W.H. Auden, Gayle Whittier, and
Franz Alexander, among others. The implication is that most critics
to this point have used Falstaff’s fat body as an indication of his
character, which Levy-Navarro blames on modernity.
While Levy-Navarro’s criticism of some scholars suggests
today’s readers apply late modern constructions to fat bodies, she
does not ignore the fact that fatness may have been used as a literary
device by Shakespeare and others. For Shakespeare, the oppositional
pairing of fat Falstaff and thin Hal focuses on power. In Chapter 5,
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“Boundless Fat in Middleton’s A Game at Chess,” the value that fat
challenges turns to morality.
Middleton uses fat characters as symbolic vessels of
impurity, according to Levy-Navarro, to illustrate the “virtue” of
the thin, and the “vice” of the fat (116). The fat, she argues, are
portrayed as excessive, over-consumptive, “grotesque” (141) threats
to Puritanism. Today, Middleton’s characterization of fat would be
a stereotype, but in the time it was written, those stereotypes were
not yet formed. Levy-Navarro’s discussion in this chapter explains
how modernity, with its linear classifications, has come to see fat
as “an emblem of excess, associated with disease, death, and even
damnation” (146). In this section, Levy-Navarro sees these “innately
sinful” (145) fat characters in the context of the thin “courtly elites”
(146), and the reader can understand that context’s relationship to
today’s views of fat. The current “obesity epidemic” may take on
that type of ominous nomenclature in part because of the treatment
of fat in early literature. Clearly, this negative association with fat
runs deeper than just cosmetic tastes or perceived health dangers: it
has both political and moralistic roots in early English literature.
Levy-Navarro’s chapter on Ben Jonson, “Weigh Me as
a Friend: Jonson’s Multiple Constructions of the Fat Body,”
concentrates as much on the poet himself as it does his work. Since
Jonson wrote much of his poetry as a fat man, it makes sense that
any fat studies of his work include the man himself. Scrutiny of the
Jonson/Shakespeare rivalry especially demonstrates the comparative
qualities of modernity: “In making Jonson fat, Shakespeare becomes
thin, and as such, the latter is given the privilege that is granted to
such an unmarked body” (152). As a result, Levy-Navarro posits,
Shakespeare became preferred and Jonson suffered as “an apparent
victim of the modern representational regime” (149). Throughout
this chapter, Jonson’s resistance of modernity’s tendency to weigh
and classify things (and bodies), and then judge them according to
where they “place,” echoes current criticism of obesity indicators
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like the BMI scale5.
In our current late modern society, with education increasingly
coming in sound bites, and technology ever decreasing the need for
physical human interaction both in the classroom and in personal
relationships, students need to study the work of those who do not
accept modern classifications as unquestioned truths. Educational
movements, like that driven by the No Child Left Behind Act,6 make
our modern tendencies to tabulate, categorize, and measure even
more natural to today’s students. Levy-Navarro’s book is useful as
a supplement to readings of early modern literature, and especially
as a dissenting voice to existing modernity-laced scholarship of
that literature. Beyond the framework of literary study, students in
many departments can benefit from thinking about late modernity
and its tendency to categorize, and especially marginalize, groups of
people. Students of communication, social sciences,7 history, law,
and even business will find the book interesting. Although first and
second year students may find the language a bit intimidating, more
advanced students (especially at the graduate level) will easily relate
to the material.
Levy-Navarro accomplishes a difficult feat in her book—
she explains a complex topic in a voice which is conversational
yet scholarly, personal yet not indulgent, and challenging yet not
audacious. This easily digestible, vital text deserves a place next to
other critical works of the early and late modern period.

5 For an analysis of the limited effectiveness of the BMI scale, see Paul
Campos, The Obesity Myth: Why America’s Obsession With Weight is Hazardous
to Your Health (New York: Gotham Books, 2004).
6 The full text of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is available at
<http://www.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/esea02/index.html>
7 For Sociology courses, an excellent supplement to this study is Pattie
Thomas, Taking Up Space: How Eating Well & Exercising Regularly Changed
My Life (Nashville: Pearlsong Press, 2005).
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